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R463The soaring global demand for beef 
and leather is fuelling the destruction 
of the Brazilian rainforest to make way 
for cattle farms according to a new 
report. 
Brazil is the world’s largest beef 
exporter and has the world’s largest 
commercial cattle herd of 200 million, 
a third of which is in the Amazon 
region. The government has backed 
the industry in recent years with 
financing to double Brazil’s share 
of the global beef export market 
to 61 per cent by 2018, according 
to Greenpeace, which has been 
investigating the industry for three 
years.
Environmental groups are hoping 
the deforestation associated with 
the burgeoning cattle industry will 
lead to a replication of the success 
of a 2006 campaign that persuaded 
Brazil’s soybean industry to impose a 
two-year moratorium, now extended 
to three, on soybean from illegally 
deforested areas. They say Amazon 
cattle are now the biggest single 
cause of global deforestation, which 
contributes substantially to the world’s 
greenhouse gases. 
Meat from the cattle is canned, 
packaged and processed into 
convenience foods and hides 
become leather for shoes and 
trainers, used by several key brands, 
the report says. 
Since the 1970s, when satellite 
mapping of the region became 
available, around 20 per cent of 
the Brazilian rainforest has been 
destroyed, an area the size of 
California. Greenpeace US estimates 
that between 2007 and 2008, another 
1.2 million hectares have been lost.
Logging, cattle farming and 
soy plantations are key to the 
destruction, as are the increased 
construction of dams and roads, 
shifting patterns of farming for local 
people, and mining for diamonds, 
bauxite, manganese, iron, tin copper, 
lead and gold. These factors are 
often interlinked — trees are cut 
down for timber and the cleared 
land can be used for grazing cattle. 
Soybeans are then cultivated on the 
same land. Also, land is cleared for 
biofuel crops, such as sugar cane, 
the report says.
According to Greenpeace, around 
80 per cent of the area deforested in 
Brazil is now cattle pasture. Brazil’s 
biggest export markets for beef are 
Europe, the Middle East and Russia.
Friends of the Earth in Brazil estimate 
that cattle farming in the country has 
been responsible for 9–12 billion tonnes 
of greenhouse gas emissions in the 
News focus
past decade, almost equivalent to a 
year’s worth of US emissions.
In 2006, the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organisation found that 
the livestock industry from farm to 
fork was responsible for 18 per cent 
of all anthropogenic greenhouse 
gas emissions. In addition, livestock 
rearing can use up to 200 times more 
water to produce a kilogram of meat 
compared with a kilogram of grain.
Further, global meat consumption is 
on the rise, having increased by more 
than 2.5-fold since 1970.
“The cattle sector in the 
Brazilian Amazon is the largest 
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Threat: The Amazon rainforest is under pressure from expanding beef production, a new 
 report says. (Photo: Greenpeace/Daniel Beltra.)
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responsible for one out of every 
eight hectares destroyed globally. 
Efforts to halt global deforestation 
emissions must tackle this sector,”  
the report says.
“In recent years, on average a 
hectare of rainforest has been lost to 
cattle ranchers every 18 seconds.”
“By 2018, the government foresees 
Brazil supplying almost two out 
of three tonnes of beef traded 
internationally.”
The report contrasts these 
findings with the pledges of the 
Brazilian government. “Brazil 
presents itself as a global leader on 
action to cut deforestation. At the 
2008 international climate summit 
in Poznan, Poland, the Brazilian 
government announced its national 
climate change plan, including 
a pledge to pursue 72 per cent 
cuts in the rate of deforestation 
by 2018. These cuts, which it 
claims will prevent the emission of 
4.8 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide, 
are to be achieved largely by tackling 
illegal deforestation.”
“However, the Brazilian government 
is a funder and shareholder in the 
major players in the cattle sector 
in the Amazon... The Brazilian 
government has $2.65 billion in shares 
in global beef and leather processors 
who profit from the cheap supply of 
cattle reared on areas of the Amazon 
that have been illegally destroyed. 
Projected growth in exports over the 
next decades is set to create further 
pressure on the region,” the report 
says.
But a relatively poor country like 
Brazil will need help from richer 
countries if it is to protect its 
rainforest. To this end, the government 
established an Amazon Fund, to which 
the minister of the environment, Carlos 
Minc, has said that he is hoping for 
funds of $21 billion by 2021.
Since the 1970s, when satellite 
mapping became available, 
around 20 per cent of the 
Brazilian rainforest has been 
destroyed, an area the size  
of California.
“Yet in May 2009, only $110 million 
had been made available, part of a 
$1 billion package the government 
of Norway announced in 2008, to be 
paid in instalments until 2015. As of 
the end of March 2009, Germany is 
the only other donor committed to the 
fund, announcing a contribution of 
$24.7 million,” the report says.
“Part of the global deal to protect 
the climate must be to get an 
agreement to provide long-term 
funding for the protection of the 
world’s rainforests.”
The Copenhagen Climate Summit 
in December 2009 is a critical 
opportunity to agree measures and 
mechanisms, including funding to 
combat global deforestation along 
with many other measures to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions.
“If this effort fails, the next crisis 
will not be a temporary economic 
downturn but an irreversible climate 
catastrophe.” 
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Shod: A new report claims leather from Brazilian cattle are used by many well-known shoe 
makers and other big retailers. (Photo: Ricardo Funari/Lineair.)
